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ABSTRACT
MAKAYLA GABRIELLE STEEDE: Hecabe: The Dog-Queen in Contemporary and Ancient
Mythmaking

This thesis will examine the character of Hecabe from Greek mythology as she is
depicted in both ancient and contemporary sources. The sources feature both literary and
scholarly work relating to Hecabe and Greek mythology. The primary source texts are The Iliad
by Homer, Hecabe by Euripides, Trojan Women by Euripides, A Thousand Ships by Natalie
Haynes, and The Women of Troy by Pat Barker. The goal of the thesis is to examine the roles
Hecabe plays in each book and examine the similarities and differences in how her story is told
across the various texts.
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Introduction
The influence of Greek mythology on today’s culture are undeniable. For example, The
Iliad and The Odyssey remain taught in classrooms, as well as early tellings of Greek and Roman
tragedies by writers such as Aeschylus and Euripides. The Greek myths are relayed to children
by colorful picture books, the novels of Rick Riordan, or perhaps a viewing of Disney’s Hercules
(1997). The adventures of Perseus can be learned watching the popular Clash of the Titans
(2010). In Troy (2004), Brad Pitt and Orlando Bloom act out the story of Achilles and Paris.
However, for the most part, Greek myths have been taught primarily about and by men— until
the rise of feminist revisionist mythology.
According to Lisa Tuttle, author of the Encyclopedia of Feminism, feminist theory is the
practice of asking “new questions of old texts” (Tuttle, 184). Revisionist mythmaking, as
described by feminist and literary scholar Alicia Ostriker, uses gender as a lens to “subvert and
transform the life and literature” women writers inherit (Ostriker, 211). Feminist revisionist
mythology serves to shine light on and give voices to women in literature and history who have
often been pushed to the margins. In recent years, there has been a growing interest in feminist
revisionist mythology that retells the well-known stories of Ancient Greek mythology.
In 2005, Margret Atwood published The Penelopiad that retells the myth of The Odyssey
from the perspective of Penelope rather than Odysseus. More recently, in 2018, Madeline Miller
published Circe, which tells the story of the sorceress who plays a role in The Odyssey and The
Argonautika by Apollonius. However, Miller makes Circe a three-dimensional character with
complex motives, feelings, and desires. Later that same year, Emily Wilson, a professor in the
field of classics, became the first woman in the English language to translate The Odyssey in the
three thousand years since its composition by Homer. Wilson’s carefully considered the word
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choice surrounding the translations involving women especially as it related to calling women
slaves rather than chambermaids (Wilson). Wilson’s translation sparked conversations about
how ancient texts should and could be translated.
Since Atwood, Miller, and Wilson, the amount of feminist revisionist texts concerning
ancient Greek mythology has only grown with authors Natalie Haynes, Ursula K. Le Guin,
Jennifer Saint, Nikita Gill, and Pat Barker joining the fray. Circe, Briseis, Penelope, Jocasta,
Cassandra, and Clytemnestra among other women have been presented in new lights. Events
famous in ancient Greek myths have been told through new perspectives, including the tale of
the fall of Troy. A Thousand Ships by Haynes tells the story of the aftermath of the Trojan War
through the perspective of a variety of the women involved. The Women of Troy by Pat Barker
tells a similar story with Briseis as the primary character and narrator. A key character in both
novels, however, is Hecabe, former Queen of Troy turned slave. This thesis will focus on her
story.

5
Hecabe in Homer and Euripides
Rage in undeniably central to the story of the Trojan War. In Robert Fagles’s translation
of The Iliad, the opening line is, “Rage-Goddess, sing the rage of Peleus’ son Achilles” (Iliad
1.1).1 The Iliad is an epic poem in twenty-four books that deals with the causes, consequences,
and effects of the rage of men. However, despite the fact that women are often referred to by
historians as having perhaps the most tragic plights in wars, the foundational works of classical
mythology hardly ever present an “enraged” woman. Rage and anger are emotions typically
ascribed to the men of epics. Briseis and Chryseis do not rage at their enslavement or the rape
they endure. Women’s rage is largely ignored in The Iliad because rage is not seen as
characteristically “feminine” and is unbecoming of women. Homer, however, gives a small
glimpse into the rage and vindictiveness of one woman in particular: Hecabe, the queen of Troy.
Hecabe, also known by the Roman name Hecuba, is the wife of Priam and mother to
nineteen2 children; Hector, Helenus, Cassandra, Polydorus, Paris, and Polyxena are among them.
By the end of the Trojan War, she has become an enslaved widow with most of her children dead
and separated from the few who remain, and she certainly had much to feel enraged over.
Despite all of this, Hecabe is not presented as a character of much anger in The Iliad. Her grief is
made apparent in her speeches during the fight between Hector and Achilles and after Hector’s
death. The possibility of her being enraged and violent is only hinted at once in Book TwentyFour when Priam makes his plan to go to the Greek camps and supplicate at the knees of
Achilles for his son’s, Hector’s, body.
Once Priam tells Hecabe of his plans, she pointlessly tries to dissuade him with her fears
that the dreaded Achilles would cut him down like he had done to so many of his sons. In her

1
2

All translations and line numbers from The Iliad are from Fagles.
The exact number of Hecabe’s children is disputed.
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speech, she says, “Oh would to god / that I could sink my teeth in his liver, eat him raw! / That
would avenge what he has done to Hector” (Iliad 24.252-254). Hecabe’s words echo what
Achilles said to Hector in Book 22 as Hector begs Achilles to let him be buried. After hearing
Hector’s pleas, Achilles says, “Would to god my rage, my fury would drive me now / to hack
your flesh away and eat you raw- / such agonies you have caused me”(Iliad 22.408-410). This
creates a parallel between Achilles, a man depicted of being capable of great rage, savageness,
and violence, and Hecabe, a wife and a mother. This parallel attributes some of the savagery
associated with Achilles to Hecabe, which is a strangely similar characterization between the two
since the is a particularly unfeminine characteristic of Hecabe.
Euripides’s tragic play Hecabe builds on this glimpse of Hecabe’s rage and her vengeful
spirit that Homer presents in The Iliad. Euripides presents Hecabe as being very proud,
argumentative, and outspoken, characteristics which were not seen as favorable in women. The
action of Hecabe centers on the fallen queen of Troy’s determination to exact revenge on
Polymestor, King of Thrace, who has murdered her youngest son and only surviving son,
Polydorus, out of greed. Hecabe’s vengeance on Polymestor by killing his two young sons in
front of him and then blinding him so their deaths are the last things he sees is depicted by
Euripides as something that is obviously horrific as there is little worse than forcing a parent to
watch their children being killed. However, while Hecabe’s vengeance is horrific, the play still
allows some level of understanding and compassion for Hecabe, a woman who has herself lost
all of her children and is deep in grief.
C. A. E Luschnig’s analysis of Hecabe looks at the Queen of Troy through this lens. She
is seen as a “good queen and loving mother who becomes an inhuman creature willing to murder
children after experiencing unspeakable suffering and loss” (Luschnig 2). Luschnig also
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attributes the guilt for Hecabe’s actions in part to the men in the play: Odysseus, Agamemnon,
and Polymestor. When Odysseus comes to collect Polyxena in the aftermath of the fall of Troy to
be sacrificed at the tomb of Achilles, Hecabe pleads with him and urges him to remember the
time he disguised himself and stole into the walls of Troy, and she discovered him (Hecabe
70.33).3 She reminds him that had she not shown him mercy and allowed him to plead for his
life, he would not have survived (Hecabe 73.346). As she begs him to show mercy to her
daughter, the Chorus says, “No human heart could be so hardened, that your pleas and pitiful
lamentation would not move to tears” (Hecabe 72.296-298). However, despite the Chorus’s
endorsement of a sympathetic reaction from Odysseus, he is not moved by Hecabe’s request and
does not repay his debt by sparing young Polyxena. This loss in particular shows Hecabe that
mercy is not to be had in this new world in which she finds herself.
To make matters worse, soon after Polyxena is taken away to be sacrificed, Hecabe is
presented with the corpse of her youngest son, Polydorus, whom she and Priam had sent to
Thrace to allow him to live safely under the care of their neighbor and ally Polymestor. In
addition to losing faith in mercy, she also loses all hope and trust upon hearing that her last
remaining son died at the hands of someone she trusted as a friend. She makes the depth of this
loss known when she says, “My heart is dead now; there is no heart left to suffer” (Hecabe
87.784).
Lastly, when Agamemnon refuses to aid her in seeking justice for her murdered son
because he does not want to upset the Greeks who consider Polymestor as an ally, Hecabe loses
faith in justice as well. When Agamemnon refuses to demand justice from Polymestor for killing
Polydorus, Hecabe becomes aware that if she wants justice, she will have to get it herself.

3

All translations of Euripides’s Hecabe are from Philip Vellacott.

8
Therefore, as Luschnig says, Hecabe becomes ruthless and monstrous because of the loss of her
children (Luschnig 6). This does not make Hecabe’s actions less horrific, but it does make them
more understandable.
Euripides crafts Hecabe as a more three-dimensional character than the way Homer
depicts her in The Iliad. In The Iliad, Hecabe is simply a wife and mother. In Hecabe, she is
more than that. She is a widow, a slave, a mother to many children who are dead, and,
eventually, a monster. Her method of revenge is unconscionable, but her reason for the revenge
is understandable. In this sense, Euripides’s Hecabe is still simple. She is a tragic character, but
she is not necessarily a complex character.
Hecabe in A Thousand Ships
Natalie Haynes’s version of Hecabe in A Thousand Ships rejects this simplicity, and she
creates a character with complex motive and a character that evokes complicated emotions. In
Euripides’s Hecabe, when the titular character is introduced, she is presented as a pitiful queenturned-slave who requires the support of a cane and the women she once ruled over. This Hecabe
is abject and sympathetic. She has not yet lost her humanity or begin to lust for revenge. Hayne’s
Hecabe is not so pitiful, and when she is introduced, her pride and hopes that the Greeks who
slaughtered her family and burned her city will be met with reprisals are fully present. As the
image enters her mind of her husband, King Priam, begging for the mercy of the gods only to be
slaughtered by the son of Achilles, Pyrrhus, and as she remembers all of her dead children,
Hayne’s writes, “Her desire for revenge was total, and futile” (Haynes 31). Haynes’ depiction of
Hecabe is that of a woman of immense pride, anger, love, and hatred, and these emotions often
complicate one another.
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In The Iliad, Homer’s character of Hecabe is a tragic figure cast primarily as the grieving
mother. When she is mentioned, she is found on the walls of Troy watching helplessly as her
sons fight on the battlefield below and pleading with Hector to live (Faron 13). Just before
Hector’s final battle with Achilles, she wails, bares her breast, and pleads with him to live and
survive. After his death, it is revealed how wholly Hecabe’s life revolved around Hector and her
children when she says, “How can I go on living? / What agonies must I suffer now, now you are
dead and gone? / You were my pride throughout the city night and day” (Iliad 22.507-509).
Moreover, in Euripides’ Trojan Women and Hecabe, Hecabe’s motivation is her children, as
shown when she receives the prophetic nightmare about Polydorus and as she pleads with
Odysseus to spare the life of Polyxena or to sacrifice her in her daughter’s place.
In A Thousand Ships, Hecabe is a less perfectly tragic character with less clear, less
initially pure motives. From the beginning, she is motivated by thoughts and hopes of reprisal
against Pyrrhus who murdered her husband, and through Cassandra’s and Polyxena’s point of
view, it is revealed that she shows a pragmatic, impatient ruthlessness even in regards to her
children. This ruthlessness primarily finds its outlet through Cassandra, unprompted and
inopportune prophecies foretold of tragedies that disrupted the former queen’s peace of mind. As
Cassandra and the other Trojan women wait on the shore for the men to come divide them up
and claim them as slaves, Cassandra’s addled mind mercilessly goes over the events of the near
future, and she makes attempts to silence the whimpering the future elicits from her in fear that
her mother, as she had done before, would hit her in order to silence her mumbling (Haynes 6364). Here it is revealed that Hecabe had a tendency or inclination towards violence even before
the Trojan War began and the Greeks threatened and took the lives of her children.
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Moreover, in The Iliad, Hecabe lacks any power to control the outcome of the war or the
actions of the men in the story. Hecabe pleads with Hector to live and not fall victim to Achilles
like so many of his brothers had before him. In tears, she asks, “Don’t go forth, a champion
pitted against him— / merciless, brutal man. If he kills you now, / how can I ever mourn you on
your deathbed?” (Iliad 22.101-103). Despite her pleas, Hector decides to risk his life in favor of
the glory of a heroic death. Then, later on in the epic, Priam seeks out his wife’s opinion on him
going to supplicate to Achilles in hopes that he will return the body of their dead son. When
asked, Hecabe begs that Priam not go and supplicate Achilles lest he be slaughtered like his sons
before him. Yet, even after asking Hecabe her thoughts on the matter, he responds to her answer
by saying, “I will go. My mind’s made up. Don’t hold me back. / And don’t go flying off on your
own across the halls, / a bird of evil omen- you can’t dissuade me now” (Iliad 24.259-261).
Hecabe has real cause for concern, and her opinion that a king should not go and supplicate an
enemy known for his ferociousness is rational, especially considering how his kingdom and his
family rely on him. This exchange shows the steadfast and honorable nature of the King of Troy,
but it also shows that no matter how much she tries, Hecabe can have no real effect on the events
and action concerning her husband and her family (Faron 29). Homer’s Hecabe has no influence
or say in the outcome of the epic.
Haynes’s Hecabe is not so resolutely without power. In the legend of the Trojan War,
there is a story about how Troy’s destruction was prophesied at Paris’s birth (Schwab 139). In
the tale, Hecabe was sent a prophetic dream that Paris’s life would result in the fall of Troy.4
Unable to kill his infant son, Priam gives Paris to a shepherd with the instructions that the
shepherd abandon the young prince in the wilderness, so that he would die. The shepherd instead

4

Sources differ on the origin of the prophecy. Some say it was foretold in a dream sent to Hecabe. Some say it was
prophesized by Cassandra. In Haynes’s version, the prophecy was given to Hecabe and Priam.
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raises Paris as his own until the prince discovers his true lineage as Prince of Troy and returns to
the place of his birth to claim his birthright. In accordance with the legend, in A Thousand Ships,
Priam and Hecabe are made aware that the destruction of their city and their family could come
as a result of their new child and give him to the shepherd to abandon. In Haynes’s novel,
Hecabe is aware and pragmatically agrees that the death of one of their children would be worth
the protection of the others and of the city, and she blames herself for the survival of her son
because she admits that she knew the shepherd would be unable to kill the boy. She then
confesses that she should have smothered him herself (Haynes 180).
Hecabe’s confession draws a varied response from the women she is speaking to. Several
of the women there attempt to console the displaced queen with assurances that it was not her
fault. Helen advises her that the blame does not lie with her, but it instead lies with Priam who
must have made the same observations she did and still chose to let the shepherd take Paris.
Polyxena had a different reaction to hearing her mother’s confession, knowing that there was a
layer of brutality to her mother that most did not observe, and she thinks inwardly, “She had
always known her mother could be ruthless, but this was something different, a strange
combination of sentiment and brutality” (Haynes 180). As the various women try to offer
comfort or reassurance, Hecabe rejects their efforts and the notion that there was nothing that she
could have done to prevent the prophecy of Paris’s birth; she acknowledges that there were
options and choices she could have made. By doing this, Haynes’s Hecabe rejects the narrative
of powerlessness presented in The Iliad and the other source texts; she claims agency over her
story and asserts a tangible influence on the events of the war.
The ruthlessness and vengeful nature of Haynes’s Hecabe coupled with the way Hecabe
asserts and believes in her own agency casts her motivations in a different light than the
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Euripidean figure of Hecabe. In Hecabe, the Trojan queen turns to thoughts of vengeance after
she is exposed to the cruelty of the world when the Greeks bring her the corpse of her one
remaining son that she had tried to save by hiding him away and when she pointlessly begs that
Polyxena not be sacrificed at the tomb of Achilles. According to Luschnig’s interpretation of
Euripides’s Hecabe, her vengeance and monstrosity emerge after she is taught by Odysseus that
piety and kindness are useless and after she is taught by Agamemnon that freedom and justice
are hollow ideas (Luschnig 231). This suggests that if Agamemnon had agreed to Hecabe’s cries
for Polymestor to be punished or if Odysseus had spared Polyxena, Hecabe would not have
performed the brutal revenge against Polymestor. Her vengeance is centered on the loss of these
remnants of her belief in goodness and the loss of her maternity.
Hayne’s depiction of Hecabe does not allow room for this maternal interpretation. In
Hayne’s retelling, Hecabe does not debase herself, not even for her children. She is a character of
unflinching pride and pragmatism with a merciless notion of justice. The pragmatic pride of
Haynes’ Hecabe becomes evident by contrasting how she behaves in Hecabe and A Thousand
Ships when Polyxena is taken away. In Euripides’s play, when Odysseus comes to gather
Polyxena to be sacrificed at the tomb of Achilles, Hecabe immediately protests and begs the
Ithacan king to have mercy, reminding him of the mercy she had shown to him when he snuck
into the walls of Troy during the war. When Odysseus denies her this, Hecabe then lowers
herself and begs that she herself be killed in the place of her daughter or, at the very least, that
she be sacrificed with her daughter. Again, Hecabe is reminded of how far she has fallen from
queen to slave when Odysseus replies, “I was not aware that I must take your orders” (Hecabe;
74.394-395). The situation of Hayne’s scene is similar to that of Euripides except that Menelaus
comes in place of Odysseus. However, Hecabe’s behavior is markedly different. When Menelaus
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tells the fallen queen he has come for one of her daughters, she does not prostrate herself or
plead. Instead, she asks for what reason her daughter is being collected, and when the king offers
no answer, she resigns herself to her daughter being taken and thinks, “She would not demean
herself by begging to be allowed a few more moments with her beloved girl. But she could not
bear to see her go” (Haynes 234). This is a distinct shift in character from Euripides’s version to
Haynes’s version.
These two scenes mirror one another, but they present a contradicting, asymmetric image
of Hecabe. In one, Hecabe’s initial identity and well-being is entirely wrapped up in her children,
as she makes clear when she says to Odysseus, “In her lies my joy, / in her I forget my troubles,
and find comfort for / all I have lost. She is my city now; my nurse, / my staff, my guide”
(Hecabe 71.278-280). In the other, Hecabe’s love for her children is hidden behind a wall of
stoicism and pride. The only real emotional response Hecabe displays in A Thousand Ships is
when the Greeks discover the bloated, decaying body of Polydorus, and she sobs once she
realizes the embroidery along the neckline of the tunic indicates that the unrecognizable corpse
belongs to the one son she had thought would survive.5 However, after Hecabe has sobbed and
torn at her skin in grief, she quickly returns to her state of prideful anger. When Odysseus comes
to question her about whether she has any more sons stowed away, Hecabe tries to cast herself as
the original Euripidean iteration; playing the grieving mother and the frail old woman. However,
Odysseus, the man of many wiles, is not fooled by her act, and he calls her out by asking, “Is this
the honesty of the Trojans? The queen of a hostile city presenting herself as nothing more than a

5

A Thousand Ships by Haynes and Hecabe by Euripides abide by a similar storyline for the most part. However,
there are a few timeline difference. For instance, in Euripides’s play, Polyxena is taken away to be sacrificed and
then the body of Polydorus is found. In A Thousand Ships, Polydorus’s body is revealed to Hecabe while Polyxena is
still with her, and then she is taken away later in the book. This is perhaps because some of Hecabe’s
characterization in A Thousand Ships comes from Polyxena’s persepective of her mother.
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poor old woman?” (Haynes 196). The different representations of Hecabe’s maternity in A
Thousand Ships and Hecabe play a part in establishing that in the contemporary version of the
myth, she is a much less fragile character.
Yet, the distinctions in how Hecabe approaches justice and vengeance in the two works
are what solidify Haynes’ subversion of the expectation for women in myth. In line with
Luschnig’s position that Euripides’s Hecabe is not innately cruel or ruthless, when Hecabe
discovers that her last son has died at the hand of the man she had hoped would protect him, she
first asks King Agamemnon to enact justice and vengeance on Polymestor. On behalf of herself,
her murdered son, and justice, she asks, “I am an old woman / of no regard— yet, lend me your
avenging hand! / It is a good man’s duty to uphold the right, / and always, everywhere, to punish
the wickedness” (Hecabe 88.842-845). It is only when Agamemnon admits that he is hesitant to
punish Polymestor lest he receive the ire of the other Greeks that Hecabe makes the decision to
enact the revenge herself. Thus, it is through Agamemnon’s inaction that Hecabe is forced to
debase herself to avenge her son with her own hand (Luschnig 232).
In Haynes’ version of Hecabe, no such external influence is necessary. In contrast with
the play, aside from praying to the gods, Hecabe in the novel never asks anyone to take
vengeance for her. While speaking to her, Odysseus was able to ascertain what Hecabe’s desire
for revenge was and offered her a chance to get it by his claiming of her as one of his spoils of
the war and stopping in Thrace once they left Troy. When Odysseus first insinuates that she will
have a chance to avenge her son, Haynes writes, “She tried to conceal the hope dancing in her
eyes” (Haynes 211). This is the first truly positive emotion Hecabe experiences in the book and
the only time she is described as having any animation to her features and behavior, though even
here, she makes and effort to suppress her reaction. She is primarily described as preserving a
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neutral, unflinching face in keeping with the cold nature of her characterization, which is at odds
with the emotional, overtly maternal way Euripides depicts Hecabe.
While the initial characterization and motivations of Euripides’s and Haynes’s Hecabe
differ, they are united in the way both the ancient and contemporary iterations approach the act
of revenge. In both works, Hecabe begins by asking the Thracian king about the well-being of
her youngest son, and he replies that Polydorus is well. Then, in A Thousand Ships, Hecabe tires
of feigning ignorance once Polymestor asserts what she knows to be untrue and immediately
seeks to punish him for his lies and betrayal. According to Haynes, the brutal revenge follows:
But Hecabe had no desire to talk further. There was a glint of metal, reflecting the rays of
the sun, though he must have closed his eyes to spare himself the sight of it. In a flash,
Hecabe had dragged her small, sharp blade across the neck of Polymestor’s older boy,
The blood spurted indecently as two of the womenfolk did the same thing to the younger
child.
…As his boys spilled their dark life blood out onto the sand, Hecabe and her
women turned their short knives on him. They did not aim for his throat or his heart. As
he tried to gather his sons in his arms, desperately willing life back into them, the women
instead plunged their blades into his eyes. His cries of horror mingled with howls of pain,
and the blood pouring from his blackened sockets pooled with the blood of his children
(Haynes 224).
In Hecabe, the revenge is similar except that it takes place in the women’s tents near the
Achaean ships on the shore of Troy.6 Both iterations of Hecabe approach the murder of the two
young boys and the blinding of Polymestor with an almost callous indifference.
The indifference presents itself again when the blinded Polymestor prophesies the fate of
Hecabe. The prophecy is present in both works, but it is presented differently. In A Thousand
Ships, Polymestor reveals to Hecabe that he received knowledge from a seer that she will die in

6

In Hecabe, Polymestor is summoned by Agamemnon and meets Hecabe in the women’s hut, which suggests that
Haynes and Euripides had differing ideas on the geography of the region and the location of Troy. Alternatively,
Euripides’s choice to bring Polymestor to Troy might depend on the limitation of the ancient stage in which all
action takes place in one location
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the sea before ever reaching Greece, but he reveals nothing of the particulars. The prophecy laid
out by the Euripidean Polymestor is more explicit:7
Polymestor: You will become a dog with glaring tawny eyes.
Hecabe: How do you know that I will change my shape?
Polymestor: We have a prophet, Dionysus. He told me.
Hecabe: Did he not warn you of what would happen to you today?
Polymestor: No, or your trickery would not have trapped me so.
Hecabe: And shall I die, or live my life out?
Polymestor: You shall die. Your tomb shall bear your name.
Hecabe: A name to signify my transformation?
Polymestor: Cynossema, the Dog’s Grave; a sign for sailors. (Hecabe; 102.1267-1282).
In either case, rather than being horrified upon hearing of her fate, Hecabe hears the prophecy
with little concern. In Haynes, Hecabe responds to the news with “I have been dead since I
buried Polydorus. It makes no difference where I fall” (Haynes 226). In a similar fashion, the
Euripidean Hecabe responds, “I care nothing. I am avenged” (Hecabe 102.1283). This lack of
feeling is a signal of Hecabe’s lack of humanity and suggest that her transformation from human
to beast is already underway.
Looking at Hecabe, Hecabe’s metamorphosis into a dog is representative of the
degeneration of her character through each loss she experiences in the play. In the beginning, she
is seen as a pitiful maternal character or “queen of sorrows” or a “grand sufferer” (Luschnig
228). By the end, she is a “Beast” or a “bitch” (Hecabe 99.1171-1172). The transformation
comes as a result of loss. A loss can be in reference to a loss of relationships. Over the course of
the Trojan War and of the play, Hecabe loses her city, her home, her husband, her status, her
children. Through each of these losses, Hecabe loses her connections to “what is good about
being human” (Zanotti 10). The loss may also include a loss of belief in nomoi or moral laws
(Zanotti 7). In Lushnig’s article, generosity, gratitude, freedom, and justice are associated with
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nomoi (Luschnig 231). Regardless of whether the reason is loss of connection or loss of ethics, it
is loss and grief that turn Hecabe from a pitiable character to a monstrous one.
Haynes’ approach to Hecabe’s characterization and fate through the prophecy reveals
something different about her Hecabe in comparison with those of Homer or Euripides. At the
end of Hecabe, the once grieving mother and widow is transformed into a dog as a metaphor for
her lack of humanity, which occurs due to her losses of loved ones and beliefs in nomoi and is
displayed by her committing an act of brutal vengeance. However, Haynes never explicitly lays
out what fate has in store for Hecabe. Polymestor tells the queen that she will die before reaching
Ithaca, but he makes no reference to her transformation (Haynes 225). Nor is it mentioned if
Cassandra sees her mother’s inhuman metamorphosis in her visions and prophecies. This opens
up a darker interpretation of Hecabe’s character in A Thousand Ships than is available in Hecabe.
In Hecabe, the displaced queen and grieving mother and widow becomes monstrous by
being exposed to the cruelty and violence of war and through losing belief in nomoi and through
the loss of her family. Her transformation reflects the extreme degeneration of her character. In
contrast, Hecabe in A Thousand Ships desires vengeance from the beginning and was known to
be somewhat violent and ruthless even before the death of her children, husband, and city.
Therefore, the transformation from human to beast is not entirely relevant to Haynes’s novel.
This is because there is no need to signify what she has become due to her brutal act of
vengeance: in A Thousand Ships, Hecabe has always been capable of beastly and monstrous
behavior as shown in her abuse towards her daughter, Cassandra. To show her become a dog
would not have the impact it does in Hecabe because Haynes has already shown her as
monstrous.
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Hecabe in The Women of Troy
Pat Barker’s The Women of Troy, while also set in the aftermath of the Trojan War and
featuring some of the same characters, differs from A Thousand Ships in various ways. The first
difference is that of the authors. Haynes’s career has been strongly centered on classics and
mythology. Aside from A Thousand Ships, she also wrote and published The Children of Jocasta
(2017) and Pandora’s Jar: Women in the Greek Myths (2020) among others. On the other hand,
one of the key themes Barker’s work explores is the atrocities of war. Her popular Regeneration
Trilogy (1991-1995) is a historical fiction series based on real events. Only with her two most
recent novels The Silence of the Girls (2018) and The Women of Troy (2021), has Barker moved
into the realm of mythology. However, unlike Haynes’s novel, Barker’s retelling of the aftermath
of the Trojan War lacks some of the mythic and divine quality associated with stories of Greek
mythology because she does not focus on the influence of the gods and goddesses. In fact, in an
article for The Guardian about writing The Silence of the Girls, Barker revealed that she would
“like to leave the gods out altogether” (Barker, The Guardian). It is her goal to write a story that
serves a realistic depiction of the atrocities faced by women in war (Barker, The Guardian).
Therefore, while elements of Greek mythology feature in Barker’s novel, The Women of Troy is
less a story of gods and mortals and more a realistic account of what happens to women in war
set within a well-known legendary war.
An extension of this key distinction between A Thousand Ships and The Women of Troy
is the way Barker focuses strongly on Hecabe’s transformation into a dog, in contrast to
Haynes’s lack of engagement with this part of Hecabe’s myth. The literary origins of the
transformation is found in Euripides’s Hecabe where Polymestor tells Hecabe that she is fated to
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turn into a dog and throw herself off the masthead of the ship before she reaches Greece with
Odysseus. However, aside from her transformation being foretold, Euripides’s text offers no
specifications for the cause or reasoning behind Hecabe’s beastly transformation, which has left
whether or not she transforms into a literal dog or not open to interpretations.
The first association between Hecabe and a dog is not explicitly made by Euripides until
the end of the play when the newly-blinded Polymestor tells Hecabe that she will become “a dog
with glaring tawny eyes” (Hecabe 102.1267). However, less explicitly, Polymestor does refer to
Hecabe and her women as “bloodthirsty bitches” shortly before in a speech to Agamemnon
(Hecabe 99.1172). Barker, by contrast, makes intimations of Hecabe’s fate the moment she
appears on the page. When Briseis, the narrator of the novel, enters the hut where Hecabe is
being kept she observes, “The one arm lying outside the cover was so wrinkled and brownspotted it looked more like the pelt of an animal than human skin” (Barker 68). While Barker
foreshadows the fate of Hecabe earlier in the text than Euripides, she still does not offer a clear
reason as to why Hecabe becomes a dog. As seen in the previous chapter, Luschnig interprets
Hecabe’s transformation as resulting from her complete loss of humanity and as indicative of
how far Hecabe has fallen from queen to slave to “bitch” (Luschnig 228). However, there are
connections between Hecabe and the dog that suggest that Hecabe’s transformation is not solely
a result of her actions but could also have arisen from her situation and her femininity.
In The Iliad, the Greeks and the Trojans often insult one another by equating the enemies
to women. For example, as Diomedes flees with Nestor, Hector yells to him, “Diomedes— /
once the Danaan riders prized you first of men / with pride of place, choice meats and brimming
cups. / Now they will disgrace you, a woman after all. / Away with you, girl, glittering little
puppet!” (Iliad 8.181-185). In this scene, Diomedes is running away from a fight he knows he is
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unable to win and in order to undermine Diomedes’s strength and bravery, Hector hurls the
epithets “woman” and “girl,” which men associated with weakness and timidity. Equating him to
a woman offends Diomedes’s sense of masculinity. Offensive epithets that were derived from
canine attributes were equally, if not more, common, as in Book One of The Iliad when Achilles
insults Agamemnon by calling him “dog-faced” (Iliad 1.188). In Ancient Greece, insults evoking
images of women and dogs were often used to cause negative emotions. Cristina Franco’s
Shameless: The Canine and the Feminine in Ancient Greece examines and offers examples of the
connection between women and dogs in Ancient Greece.
Franco begins by asserting that the insult “dog” is multifaceted, and the use of “dog” as
an epithet could imply various things about a person (Franco 7). Dogs were commonly
associated with being heedless, shameless, invasive, undistinguishing, avenging, bloodthirsty,
greedy, and traitorous (Franco 7). Some have suggested that Homer’s propensity to use kyon as
an insult suggest that he disliked or even despised dogs. However, in Book 17 of The Odyssey,
Odysseus’s dog Argus is associated with loyalty and devotion because Argus, after living 20
years while being neglected in Odysseus’s absence, dies after recognizing, even while Odysseus
was in disguise, that his master had finally returned home from his journey (Odyssey 17.359360). The use of dog as an insult can be credited to the dog’s proximity to human life and culture
as well as to man’s disgust of the dog’s condition.
As a domesticated animal, the dog participates in the society of humans and is held to a
higher standard of behavior than other animals. For example, aggression in lions and boars is
prized as a part of their strength and their capacity for survival, but certain kinds of aggression in
dogs could be met with displeasure by people in ancient Greece because, as participants in
human society, it is not becoming behavior to display undistinguishing aggression (Franco 20).
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Therefore, it is because of their proximity to human culture that dogs are expected to behave
more humanely and less beastly than other animals. Their proximity also means that dogs are
ranked higher in social organization than other animals, yet they are still ranked lesser than men.
In this dogs and women shared a particular connection. A woman’s position in ancient
Greece was relative to that of the men of her life, primarily her father, husband, or sons. For
example, in The Iliad, Hecabe is introduced in Book Six when Hector enters the Trojan citadel,
and she is introduced as “Hector’s mother” (Iliad 6.298). Similarly, in The Women of Troy, the
first significant mention8 of Hecabe refers to her as Priam’s widow despite the fact that Hecabe
plays a stronger role in the narrative than her deceased husband (Barker 65). Similarly, dogs in
ancient Greece are defined in relation to their master, and dogs were often introduced as the dog
of ‘X’ or in a similar way (Franco 93). This language is used to establish ownership or dominion
over something or someone. Because a dog’s position was so dependent on a master and a
master’s favor, the insult kyon could also be used to assert dominance over someone and remind
them of their lesser status. This specific meaning behind the insult “dog” made it particularly
applicable to women in ancient Greece: “The masks of doggishness were especially adapted to
female figures, because there is a structural analogy between the positions of women and dogs in
Greece that was susceptible to producing some overlaps with the male imagination” (Franco,
106). Aside from women being positioned in relation to their male relatives, through marriage,
women, as well as dogs, “could be bought and sold like a slave” (Burnett 153). Therefore, it can
be concluded that every woman in ancient Greece could, to a degree, be considered “doggish.”
Hecabe’s connection to the dog, however, extends further.
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The living conditions of dogs in ancient Greece could be considered luxurious by some
standards, and hunting dogs and table dogs were by most accounts well treated. However, when
taking into account the living conditions of stray dogs, which included sleeping in dirt or filth,
eating table scraps or scavenging, smelling foul, and becoming matted or plagued by fleas or
mites, the standard of living for dogs generally was miserable and abject. Therefore, one of the
ways “dog” could be used as an epithet could be to “denote the conditions of the last and the
least, the most miserable, those who are despised and defenseless in society” (Franco 78). This is
certainly a fitting way to describe Hecabe’s status after the fall of Troy, as her situation in
Euripides’s Hecabe, is described as going “from highest height to lowest depth,” and she herself
is of all women “the most miserable” (Hecabe 65.57-58, 75.418). In The Women of Troy,
Hecabe’s fulfillment of this meaning behind the epithet dog or kyon is clearly seen when Briseis
first visits Hecabe in the women’s camp and observes, “Hecuba’s hut was more like a dog kennel
than a human habitation” (Barker 68).
The use of the word dog or kyon to disparage shamelessness, heedlessness, and
brazenness is perhaps the most common way the insult is used. Agamemnon is called a dog
because of heedlessness (Iliad 1.188). Goddesses Hera and Athena are also related to dogs due to
their heedless and brazen behavior towards Zeus (Franco 82-83). In The Women of Troy,
Hecabe’s “doggishness” is also partially characterized by her brazenness. Calchas, a Trojan
priest that defected to the side of the Greeks in Barker’s novel, often reflects on Hecabe’s
“doggish” self-importance and disregard for her the decorum appropriate to her status. Also, it is
made evident that this brashness was characteristic of her before the Trojan War by Calchas’s
perspective: “What kind of language was that for a queen? And she’d been equally outspoken in
Troy” (Barker 95). Aside from her language, another characteristic dog-like behavior of Hecabe
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was her lack of shame and acknowledgement of her new social class. One of the other Trojan
women says to Briseis, “Well, there you are. You’re taken at your own evaluation in this life. In
her mind, she’s still a queen” (Barker 267). As a queen, a certain deference was due to Hecabe,
but as slave, Hecabe was meant to prostrate herself before the Greeks. However, even in her
debasement, Hecabe did not bend her knees and still commanded people with the authority of a
queen. For example, she sent another slave to summon Calchas, and he instantly feels the
impertinence of her actions. The description of his reaction is, “Instant outrage. Is he really so
reduced in status that he can be summoned by a slave to see a slave? Because that’s what Hecuba
is now— no matter that she’d once been queen of Troy” (Barker 93). In another instance, Hecabe
sends for Odysseus, and, to the surprise of others, Odysseus responds to her summons (Barker
266). This disregard for her status can be seen also in the way impudent dogs may occasionally
sit in their master’s chair or climb on their beds.
Humans also looked on the dog’s carnivorous tendency to eat raw flesh with disgust.
Dogs lived and acted in the bounds of human society as companions, guards, or hunters. Yet,
dogs were not so entrenched in human culture and social mores that they would resist the instinct
to devour a corpse should they come across it. Humans were aware of this fact, and as Franco
writes, “As the lone domesticated carnivore, the dog is the only ‘sharp-toothed’ beast, the only
eater of raw meat, that is required to control its wild aggression and restrain its predatory
instinct” (Franco 37). Hecabe, despite being fully assimilated into human culture and social
mores, shares this instinctual aggression and savagery. As seen before in The Iliad, before Priam
goes to speak to Achilles and ask for the return of Hector’s body, Hecabe says, “Oh would to god
/ that I could sink my teeth in his liver, eat him raw! / That would avenge what he has done to
Hector” (Iliad 24.252-254). While aggression and savagery were approved of in war, the
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devouring of another person crossed a boundary. The only other character to express a similar
desire was Achilles when he says to Hector before killing him, “Would to god my rage, my fury
would drive me now / to hack your flesh away and eat you raw” (Iliad 22. 408-409). The idea of
devouring another human being was considered a great violation and could cause even the most
savage men’s stomachs to turn. To display this unnatural savagery, Hecabe assimilates herself to
a beast by exhibiting behavior befitting to a dog.
There is also a certain “doggishness” to the way Hecabe mourns her husband and
children. When a dog loses its master, it exhibits displays of grief through howling and
whimpering. In Barker’s novel, Briseis watches as Hecabe grieves in the same way:9
Somewhere deep in her throat a wordless sound was forming. I didn’t hear it; I felt it—
running from her neck and shoulders down into my arm. And before I realized what was
happening, she’d slipped from my grasp and fallen to her knees. She crouched on the
hard sand and suddenly the grief burst out of her. She raised her frace to the sky and
shouted for Priam, and then for Hector and for all of her other dead sons. And then again
for Priam. Priam. Priam. She was pulling out chunks of hair, clawing her cheeks, beating
the ground, as if she could make her cries heard in the gloomy halls of Hades. As if she
could wake the dead.
I knelt beside her and tried to get an arm around her shoulders, made meaningless,
soothing noises, desperate to calm her, as much for my own sake, I’m afraid, as hers. I
couldn’t bear it. And then she threw back her head and howled, and the howling went on
and on- it seemed to have no end. The watching women moved closer, gathering round
her where she knelt on the filthy sand, joining their cries with hers- until they turned from
women into wolves, the same terrible howl coming from a hundred throats…(Barker 75).
It is significant that Briseis relates the women to wolves instead of dogs. In ancient Greece,
wolves are not associated with the same negative connotation as dogs, which indicates that
Briseis does not view Hecabe’s animalistic grief in the negative way others in ancient Greece
might (Nagy). In fact, it is a man, Calchas, that associates the women and their grief to dogs
when he hears them and observes: “Somewhere along the beach, a pack of dogs has begun to
howl. Calchas stops and listens and the howling fades first into whimpers and then into silence”
9

This section is told through the point of view of Briseis, the narrator of the The Women of Troy.
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(Barker 76). As her husband and king, Priam was, in effect, Hecabe’s master. Consequently, she
grieves him almost like a loyal dog would grieve a beloved master. The connection with dogs,
the dead, and Hecabe do not end with how she grieves.
The way wives and children serve as a reflection of a man, a man’s character can also be
reflected by the loyalty and devotion of a dog. This is perhaps why Homer emphasizes the
affection and loyalty Argus has for his master Odysseus even years after his departure. The dog
was a popular figure associated with dead men in Greece. Sculptures and reliefs and other
depictions of dogs were commonly found on or in the graves or tombs of the dead as a positive
indication of a man’s character (Franco 73). According to Franco, “Given the importance of the
faculty of recognition in the human-dog relationship, it is likely that this depiction of the animal
served to render the figure of the dead more complete, by acting as a mirror that reflected their
identity. It is thus no accident that many of these reliefs show the dog with its head turned back
toward its master, expressing the strong bond of belonging that joined dog to person by
portraying the gaze of recognition” (Franco 73). Hecabe is a clear reflection of the life of her
husband in the novel. Briseis remembers that Hecabe, “At the funeral, in front of the entire
Greek army, she would represent Priam. More than that: she would be Priam” (Barker 267). As
his widow, Hecabe served as a reminder of who Priam was, who his children were, and what he
had accomplished and represented in his lifetime. However, the dog’s responsibility to its dead
master does not end with representing him, and neither did Hecabe’s responsibility to Priam.
In some cases, a dog might be said to lie down and die alongside his already deceased
master (Franco 74). In The Women of Troy Briseis observes, “Hecuba never, from the moment
she saw Priam killed, intended to live” (Barker 68). However, if the dog’s master died by murder
or in a way that was deemed unjust, it had different obligations to fulfill before it could join its
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master. In Greek literature and plays, sometimes it is the role of the dog to avenge its master by
“restoring its slain master’s honor, by identifying his killers and making sure they get the
punishment they deserve” (Franco 74). In one story, the behavior of a victim’s dog led Pyrrhus
to identify its master’s killers (Burnett 154). In this role, the dog is not companion. It is the
embodiment of vengeance, retribution, and justice.
The link between dogs and vengeance and justice is clearly connected to the link between
the dog and the Erinyes, also called the Furies or the Eumenides. The Erinyes are the goddesses
of vengeance in Greek mythology. In one of the earliest surviving myths that relates the origins
of the gods and goddesses, Hesiod describes that the Erinyes were born of Gaia (Earth) when
drops of blood from Uranus’s castration fell into the earth (Giesecke 46).10 Therefore, the
Erinyes are born from violence, and they are considered “spirits of vengeance” (Giesecke 46). As
goddesses of vengeance, the Erinyes are called upon to seek vengeance and justice for people
that have been victims of oath-breakers or familial blood crimes. In The Oresteia, Aeschylus
describes the Erinyes as literal she-dogs that pursue Orestes after he commits the crime of
matricide, and Orestes refers to them as the “hounds of mother’s hate” (Eumenides 1054).
Another commonality between Hecabe and the Erinyes lies in the roles they play.
Franco describes the Erinyes as “dogs that defend the dead who claim vendettas, as well
as watchdogs of Justice (Dike), of the sanctity of oaths, and of all sacred, inviolable boundaries”
(Franco 96). In essence, the Erinyes can be equated to guard dogs, and they typically do not rest
until justice or retribution has been served. Hecabe’s behavior in Hecabe is likened to that of a
fury because she seeks to avenge Polydorus for being wrongfully murdered (Burnett 158). The
role Hecabe plays in The Women of Troy is also very similar to the role played by the Erinyes or
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the Furies. Upon the reader’s first encounter with Hecabe, it is revealed that Helen of Troy
features in the Trojan queen’s fantasies of revenge. Hecabe blames Helen’s presence for the start
of the war and is angry because Helen lied when she said she wanted to leave Troy to return
home (Barker 70). When Briseis and two other Trojan women visit Hecabe’s hut, they eat and
converse with one another, and Hecabe’s conversation topics show that “hatred of Helen
consumed her” (Barker 71). In Euripides’s Trojan Women, the fact that Hecabe blames Helen is
also made clear when she advises Menelaus to avoid being tempted by Helen and to kill her, and
when Helen argues for her life, Hecabe argues against her (Trojan Women 890-1257).11 Also, in
Hecabe, she tries to convince Odysseus that the Greeks should sacrifice Helen instead of
Polyxena (Hecabe 71.265). In The Women of Troy, Menelaus has already been, as Hecabe would
say, tempted by Helen, so Hecabe tries a different method. During the course of the visit with
Briseis and the other women, the fallen queen subtly suggests that they find a way to poison
Helen. Briseis, sympathetic towards Helen, tries to dissuade Hecabe from this line of thinking by
telling her only the gods are permitted to pass judgement and assign punishments. However,
Hecabe replies, “Huh! You think the gods care about justice? Where’s the justice in what’s
happened to me?” (Barker 72). Lacking faith in the gods, Hecabe attempts to take it upon herself
to enact justice.
Aside from Helen, the other person Hecabe wants to see punished is Pyrrhus, son of
Achilles and murderer of Priam. The second chapter of The Women of Troy describes the murder
of Priam through the point of view of Pyrrhus, and even he seems to feel something akin to
sympathy for the frail king who donned his armor in one final attempt to defend his city (Barker
12). Pyrrhus’s sympathy, however, does not extend far enough for him to spare Priam, and he
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slays him in front of a small group of women, who were hiding in the throne room. Moreover, in
a conversation with Briseis, Amina, one of the young Trojan girls who saw Priam killed, said,
“He told Andromache Priam died painlessly— he said it was quick— and it’s just not true. You
wouldn’t kill a pig the way he killed Priam. And the awful thing is, Hecabe saw it. She begged
Priam not to put his armour on, but he would do it— there was no way he wasn’t going to fight”
(Barker 127). The brutality of how Pyrrhus killed Priam is compounded by the fact that Calchas,
the advising priest of the Greek army, as well as several other characters, feel that Pyrrhus broke
the sacred oath of xenia (guest-friendship) by killing Priam.
In ancient Greece, the concept of xenia, or hospitality, was sacred. In fact, Zeus was the
patron god associated with xenia, hospitality, or guest-friendship. Accordingly, he was also
referred to with the epithet of “Xenios,” which indicated him as the “God of Hospitality”
(Gisecke 106). The relationships of guest-friends were built on the foundation of hospitality,
generosity, and reciprocity and were considered inviolable in ancient Greece. The sacredness of
the bond can be seen in Book 6 of The Iliad when the Greek Diomedes meets with the Trojan
ally Glaucus. In the midst of battle, the two warriors of opposing armies discover that
Diomedes’s grandfather Oeneus had once hosted Glaucus’s grandfather Bellerophon in his home
where they exchanged gifts (Iliad 6.259-261). Despite never having met Glaucus before in his
life, Diomedes exclaims upon the revelation: “So now I am your host and friend in the heart of
Argos, / you are mine in Lycia when I visit your country. / Come let us keep clear of each other’s
spears, / even there in the thick of battle” (Iliad 6.268-272). Then, in order to make their bond
known to the rest of the two armies, the men strip and exchange their armor in recognition of
their guest-friendship. This encounter is mentioned in Barker’s novel in a speech by Calchas
where he also said, “Above all, Zeus gave us the laws of hospitality, guest-friendship, the sacred
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tie that binds host and guest together— for life. And we also know that this bond, once forged,
overrides all other loyalties. Guest-friends are not permitted to kill each other, even if they’re
fighting on opposite sides in a war” (Barker 237).
Before Pyrrhus’s arrival in Troy, King Priam supplicated himself at the feet of Achilles
and asked for the return of the body of his son, Hector, in Book 24 of The Iliad. Priam urged
Achilles to think of his own father Peleus, and the two men cried together in their grief. Then,
Achilles had Hector’s body bathed, anointed, and dressed and prepared dinner and a bed for
Priam. While commanding the maids to wash and oil Hector’s corpse, Achilles fears that
“overwhelmed by the sight of Hector, / wild with grief, Priam might let his anger flare / and
Achilles might fly into fresh rage himself, / cut the old man down and break the laws of Zeus”
(Iliad 24.684-687). While not exactly the same, a similar scene occurs in Barker’s predecessor to
The Women of Troy, The Silence of the Girls. In both the epic and the novel, Achilles acts as host
while Priam acts as guest and supplicant. As exhibited by Glaucus and Diomedes, guestfriendships are inherited relationships. Consequently, as Calchas says in The Women of Troy,
“So, if Achilles and Priam were guest-friends, Pyrrhus and Priam were guest-friends too”
(Barker 203). Considering the laws of xenia and guest-friendship, this means that Pyrrhus, while
it is made clear that he did not know it, broke the unspoken oath between guest-friends and the
laws of Zeus by killing Priam. Killing an enemy in war is commonplace, but killing a guestfriend is an injustice, which leaves Pyrrhus subject to retribution. Then, Pyrrhus compounds the
injustice by leaving Priam unburied and rotting, likening himself to his father initially denying
Hector funeral rites.
Hecabe is particularly bothered by this injustice. It could be argued that anyone would
feel understandably vengeful at anyone who killed a person they loved. However, Hecabe’s
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vengeful attitude towards Pyrrhus is not simply because he killed her husband. As in Euripides’s
Trojan Women, Pyrrhus also kills Hecabe’s youngest daughter, Polyxena, as a sacrifice to the
tomb of Achilles in The Women of Troy. In a conversation with Hecabe, Calchas, who was
present at the death of Polyxena, assures Hecabe that her daughter’s death was quick and noble.
In response Hecabe says, “I suppose I have Pyrrhus to thank for that. Well, yes, I suppose I
have— he could’ve made a mess of it. God knows he made a big enough mess of Priam. You
wouldn’t kill a dog like that” (Barker 97). While discussing the murder of her daughter,
Hecabe’s grief and anger are less pronounced than they are when discussing the murder of Priam
although they were both killed by Pyrrhus. In Hecabe by Euripides, Hecabe views Polyxena’s
death in her “fresh youth” as a source of an unspeakable tragedy (Hecabe 75.426-427). While the
death of King Priam was a certainty to Hecabe in the event that the Greeks took Troy, the death
of Polyxena was a shock and a cruel blow. This suggests that Hecabe’s anger in Barker’s novel is
less over the fact of Priam’s death and more over the circumstances of Priam’s death.
Considering Hecabe’s role as vengeful spirit or dog who has to ensure retribution is
served for their wronged or dead master, Hecabe must see Pyrrhus pay for the injustice he
committed against Priam, her husband and master, before she can rest (Franco 74). However,
since Barker’s novel strives to be a realistic depiction of women in war, Hecabe does not see
vengeance served in the same way she did in Hecabe by Euripides or in A Thousand Ships by
Haynes. Like the other two authors, Barker is giving a voice to the women of the Trojan War
who were silenced, forgotten, or ignored in The Iliad. However, Barker is also trying to create a
realistic depiction of women’s lives in the aftermath of wars. This erases some of the extreme
acts of vengeance, like Hecabe’s blinding of Polymestor and murder of his two sons in Hecabe
and A Thousand Ships, because as a slave Hecabe’s actions would have been severely limited by
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her situation. Therefore, Hecabe’s vengeance is not of the same caliber in Barker’s version, and
it does not come directly from Hecabe herself.
Barker’s Calchas is the one who makes the injustice of the killing known to Pyrrhus and
the rest of the Greek army. On the nature of Pyrrhus’s crime, Calchas tells the Greek army, “He
killed his father’s guest-friend on the altar of Zeus, the god who gave mankind the laws of
hospitality. Could there be any greater insult to the god than that?” (Barker 237). As for the price
to atone for the injustice, Calchas says, “Priam must be buried with all the honours due to a king,
but before the pyre is lit, Lord Pyrrhus must sacrifice his black stallion, one of the team he was
driving when he won the chariot race” (Barker 238). While Hecabe did not name the crime or set
the terms for retribution, she was there to see Pyrrhus pay it. Though women prepared the bodies
of the dead, according to Barker, they did not typically attend funerals, but Hecabe insisted on
being present for Priam’s (Barker 263). 12
At her husband’s funeral, Hecabe was an amalgam of varying emotion. Upon seeing
Priam’s funeral pyre, Hecabe was observed “holding her lips together in the way she sometimes
did when grief and anger threatened to overwhelm her” (Barker 268). However, in some ways,
Hecabe was giddy and excited when faced with the reality that Priam would finally be put to rest
and have retribution for his wrongful death at the hands of Pyrrhus. Briseis, when seeing
Hecabe’s euphoria, thought, “elation is one of the many faces of grief” (Barker 267). Even when
Pyrrhus opts to circumvent the sacrifice of his horse by cutting off his hair, Hecabe says nothing.
She only “raised her voice in lamentation, a wordless ululation of grief” once Priam’s pyre was
finally lit (Barker 272). At Priam’s funeral, when Hecabe raises her lament for him, that is the
last time Hecabe is described as “speaking” in the novel though her voice is once again an

12

Hecabe was accompanied to the funeral by Briseis, Cassandra, and Andromache.
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animal howl. While Pyrrhus did not pay in blood for what he did, the retribution that Hecabe
could reasonably expect was paid.
After that, the last time Hecabe appears on page is when she boards Odysseus’s ship. The
last time she is mentioned is when Briseis relates what she later hears of the fate of Hecabe. She
says, “At the precise moment the sails were hoisted, Hecuba, who’d been huddled in a corner out
of the way, was transformed into a mad dog with slavering jaws and red-rimmed eyes and before
anybody could stop her, she climbed up to the topmost mast, where she stood, snarling her
defiance at the Greeks below- and then lept to her death” (Barker 281). According to Briseis, this
is the only occasion where she relates information she did not personally observe or know at the
time; she only heard of Hecabe’s fate in the years after the events of the novel take place (Barker
281). Whether or not Hecabe in this description was transformed into the literal mad-dog that is
present in other versions of the myth is not definitively clear. Earlier in the novel, Cassandra
says, “Huh. Do you know, whenever I look at my mother, I see hairs growing out of her heart?”
(Barker 113). Regardless, her intent at this moment, dog or not, is less ambiguous. After seeing
Priam avenged, her responsibility towards him is complete. In accordance with Franco’s book,
Hecabe’s master has been put to rest, and like a loyal dog, she can now join him in death (Franco
74). Therefore, before the ship can set sail, Hecabe joins Priam, her dead husband and master,
and her fallen children and city by jumping to her death.
Hecabe’s fateful end or death is another unifying depiction between the three works it is
featured in: Hecabe, A Thousand Ships, and The Women of Troy. While the circumstances of her
story and character vary in each telling, Hecabe views and goes towards her fate the same way:
with acceptance. In Hecabe, when her transformation and death is foretold to her, she replies, “I
care nothing. I am avenged” (Hecabe 102.1283). In A Thousand Ships, her fate is similarly
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foretold, and she responds, “I have been dead since I buried Polydorus. It makes no difference
where I fall” (Haynes 226). Lastly, in The Women of Troy, Hecabe leaps willingly to her death
(Barker 281). Despite the differences in each story, there is a unifying notion that death would be
a happier end for Hecabe than living as a slave without her children, her husband, or her city.
Conclusion
In Barker’s Guardian piece, she explains that she chose Briseis to be her main character
and primary narrator because:
“Of all the women mentioned in The Iliad, her fate is the most dramatic. She was a
married woman, queen of Lyrnessus, when Achilles sacked her city and took her captive
with all the other women and girls. A day later, the army awarded her to him as his “prize
of honor” for his courage in the battle. He’d killed 60 men in the assault on the city,
including Briseis’s husband and all four of her brothers. That night, against her will, she
sleeps in Achilles’s bed. Queen to sex slave in less than 48 hours: change doesn’t come
any more rapid or dramatic than that”
(Barker). Nonetheless, Hecabe’s fate in the aftermath of the The Iliad can be seen as equally, if
not more, dramatic. As a queen, she reigned longer than Briseis, and while her change may have
been coming for much longer than fourty-eight hours, her losses exceeded those of Briseis. By
the time she dies, she has outlived her husband and all but one of her children, Cassandra.
However, in several source texts, Hecabe was already told that Cassandra, too, was fated to die.
More than that though, Hecabe responds to her circumstances in extraordinary and extreme
ways.
The circumstances of her situation before, during, and after the Trojan War make Hecabe
an obvious character to focus on in retellings. However, her revenge in Hecabe and her speeches
in The Iliad and Trojan Women are what make her a rich character with much room for complex
interpretation and depictions. Briseis’s silence and the disregard for who she is in The Iliad, aside
from a prize of honor, is what makes her so compelling. In the source texts, there is little
information given about Briseis for modern mythmakers to work with. In Hecabe’s case, the
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opposite is true; much is known about her. When Hecabe first makes her appearance in Homer, it
is already known through other characters that she is a queen, a wife, and a mother. When she is
introduced in Hecabe and Trojan Women, she is given a new status as a widow, a slave, and a
mother who has outlived her children.
According to feminist theory, revisionist mythmaking should ask “new questions of old
texts” and offer new insight into to the stories that have excluded or sidelined women (Tuttle,
184). Hecabe’s position makes her an excellent character to use to explore and redefine women
in Greek mythology. She is a character who can offer insight into womanhood, motherhood,
wifehood, and queenship in ancient Greece. However, Hecabe is also an outlet to explore female
revenge and monstrosity in the ancient Greek world and texts. Her character, while simplified or
sidelined due to her femininity, is one of remarkable complexity. Contemporary retellings have
given Hecabe a new voice through the perspective of women writers, and they will continue to
tell the story of other women in Greek mythology.
The area of feminist revisionist mythology continues to grow. Wilson, the first woman to
translate The Odyssey into English, announced that her translation of The Iliad will be published
by Norton in September 2023 (@EmilyRCWilson). Two of Haynes’s older books, Pandora’s
Jar: Women in the Greek Myths (2020) and The Children of Jocasta (2017), were republished
this year with new covers, and her take on the story of Medusa, Stone Blind: Medusa’s Story, is
set to be published in February 2023. Meanwhile, Barker is working on The Voyage Home,
which will continue to tell the story of the Trojan women and is expected to be published in the
fall of 2023 (Bayley). As these books and others like them reach publication, other women in
Greek mythology, like Hecabe, will have their stories told, some for the first time.
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